I
was born into a religiously diverse family; my paternal family is Catholic, and my maternal family is Muslim. I was raised in both worlds. However, as a young boy, I deliberately opted to become a Catholic. I followed the Catholic faith assiduously and even decided to become a Catholic priest. I joined the missionary community of the Holy Ghost Congregation (Spiritans), Province of Nigeria, in 1992, and took temporary vows in 1994. I left in 2000. I had thought that I fully understood the path the Lord was leading me to-I was called to preach Christ to all nations, especially to Muslims and worshippers of the Indigenous Religions in Nigeria. Little did I know that my faith journey was about to begin.
I focus here on a transformative encounter that continues to shape my outlook on non-Christian religions. I reflect on the salient aspects of the encounter that can serve as points of reflection for those who continue to hold on to exclusivist views in the Christian religion. I call this encounter "the event" because it is one of the singular moments of my life, when I lost the ability to articulate a theological response to justify the Christian narrative to which I was introduced. It was a moment of grace for me: a moment of listening to the strange voice of God who encounters us in foreign places and shows us new perspectives of being.
As much as possible, this chapter will be a reflection on my story and not an abstract reflection on what interreligious friendship is about. I believe much has already been written on that subject. I come from a culture where the wisdom of living is shrouded in storytelling. By telling one's story, one reveals one's vulnerability and an honesty of heart. Interreligious friendship can only be fruitful if people of faith are willing to share their stories of how they have encountered God in the religious other. There is no shame in this process. It is only the brave who can share their vulnerability. I hope that, by sharing my story, I can truly say I am one of the brave.
The Event
As part of the formative process of the Spiritans of the Province of Nigeria, those in temporary vows are sent to parishes and missions run by Spiritans in the summer to gain missionary experiences. In 1995, I was sent to work under the guidance of the Spiritans ministering in Saint Michael's Parish in the town of Ezinifite-Nnewi, which was within the Archdiocese of Onitsha.
1 When I arrived at the parish, the pastor sent me to be in charge of the mission in Umudiala village, one of the mission churches that make up the parish of Saint Michael. Umudiala village is also one of the four major villages that make up the town of EzinifiteNnewi.
My responsibilities included conducting daily services and facilitating the growth of the Catholic faith in the village, with the hope that the mission church would one day become a parish of its own. As a missionary strategy, I decided to visit all the families in the village, Catholics and non-Catholics alike, with the agenda of making converts to the Catholic faith. The catechist of the mission assigned one of the youths to be my companion. He served as my interpreter. During the course of my pastoral presence in the village, I noticed that the shrines dedicated to the deities of the Indigenous Religion were always maintained and was wondering who the members of this religion were, since everyone claimed to be a Christian.
As my ministry in the village progressed, I asked my guide to lead me to a house that looked abandoned, but seemed to be inhabited. My guide refused and told me that an elderly priestess of the Indigenous Religion lived in the house. He called her a devil worshipper. My Christian narrative was not really different from that of my guide. In my opinion, this woman was the person I ought to be visiting so that I could introduce her to the salvific teachings of the Catholic faith. My guide told me that the Christians in the village had decided to have nothing to do with her because she insisted on worshipping the devil. The Christian community had equated the Indigenous Religion to devil worship.
